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Doug Stanfield 

Coordinator of Information Technology 
Office of University Relations 
312 Old Main 

Mr. Stanfield, 

Thank you for productive discussion regarding the Penn State Wiki project. 
University Relations is uniquely positioned to benefit from the new communi- 
cation tool; however, I understand the reasons why your office has declined to 
support the project. Please allow me to respond to specific concerns you have 
raised: 

[Public Communication] 

I am encouraged to learn that University Relations sympathizes with the "need 
students feel" for comprehensive class information prior to registration. How- 
ever, I must stress that the purpose of the Penn State Wiki is twofold: the gen- 
eral public is able to read about a variety of University programs and students, 
faculty, and staff will have a secondary voice in evaluation of each program. 
University Relations or other departments have yet to offer a forum inviting 
an entire community's viewpoints on any subject relevant to the University. 
The Penn State Wiki is the only proposal under consideration that fulfills this 
criteria of viewpoint incorporation. 

[Sustainability] 

Undergraduate Student Government (USG) is not able to guarantee that the 
Penn State Wiki will be indefinitely successful. Only a concerted effort to ed- 
ucate new and existing students about the benefits of wiki technology will en- 
sure the project will not become abandoned. However, any suggestion that the 
project is predestined to failure is unsubstantiated in light of strong student 
interest, as demonstrated by overwhelming USG & Council of Commonwealth 
Student Governments (CCSG) vote totals. Furthermore, Wikipedia, introduced 
in 2001 and driven by a continually-growing community, is a case-in-point of 
a sustainable project comprised entirely of volunteer editors and moderators. 
USG has requested that the University follow the same model of growth in 
appointing volunteer moderators from existing influential editors. 

[Error Correction] 

Deliberate or non-malicious false statements may appear on the Penn State 
Wiki. However, as the viewership of an article increases, the likelihood of the 
correction of errors in a timely manner increases thus preventing misinformation 
from spreading to a large number of people. Readers can generally expect use- 



ful background information, balanced descriptions, and links to authoritative 
sources including University Relations. As a necessary precaution, all content 
on the Penn State Wiki will be clearly labeled as non-authoritative and readers 
will be cautioned to cross- verify all material. The University cannot officially 
endorse any content on the Penn State Wiki, but it is welcome to republish 
well-written wiki artices. Penn State Wiki content thus falls outside of the 
administrative purview of University Relations per definitionem. I encourage 
University Relations staff members to correct misinformation and misconcep- 
tions directly or officially through press releases. 

[Free Speech] 

A well-defined and effective mechanism exists to correct or reprimand abusive 
wiki editors with varying degrees of severity. Additionally, the University has 
very specific legal protections against being treated as the speaker of informa- 
tion posted by third-party users. The legal protections and specific means of 
handling abusive users are detailed in a forthcoming Implementation Guide. I 
respectfully disagree that the potential for harm, although significantly miti- 
gated, prevents implementation of the Penn State Wiki. 

The Penn State Wiki will be effective as a centralized location for civil discourse 
on controversial topics in addition to bringing to light existing tensions for 
further in-person mediated discussion. Above all, the Penn State Wiki is an 
environment that promotes rights of free speech while enforcing consequence 
for harmful remarks. The right to free speech on matters of public interest 
is a constitutionally-founded principle that The Pennsylvania State University 
should embrace in an online setting; a university should always be a place for 
the exchange of free ideas. 

[University Relations] 

Wikis are a novel concept and have yet to enjoy widespread understanding and 
acceptance. Nevertheless, the ability of our University to solve current and 
future challenges as one collaborative body is enhanced by a general-purpose 
wiki. I ask for your re-consideration and support of this project. 
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Respectfully, 



George Chriss 

Student Resources and Concerns Chair 
USG Academic Assembly 



cc: Philip Burlingame, Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs 
Steve MacCarthy, Vice President for University Relations 

encl: Enclosures. 
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